ashtanga yoga as it is

ashtanga yoga as it is represents a traditional and systematic approach to yoga practice that
emphasizes a dynamic flow of postures synchronized with breath. Rooted in ancient teachings,
Ashtanga yoga offers a structured methodology that is both physically demanding and spiritually
enriching. This style is distinguished by its fixed sequences, focus on breath control, and the
integration of meditation and ethical principles. Understanding Ashtanga yoga as it is involves
exploring its history, philosophy, and the practical components that define this discipline. This article
provides an in-depth look at the various aspects of Ashtanga yoga, from its origins and core principles
to the series of postures and the benefits it offers. The following sections will guide readers through a
comprehensive overview of Ashtanga yoga as it is, revealing why it remains a respected and effective

form of yoga practice worldwide.
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History and Origins of Ashtanga Yoga

Ashtanga yoga as it is today traces its roots back to the teachings of Sri T. Krishnamacharya, who is
often regarded as the father of modern yoga. The system was popularized by his student Sri K.
Pattabhi Jois in the 20th century, who introduced it as a rigorous and disciplined practice focusing on a
specific sequence of postures. The term "Ashtanga" means "eight limbs," referring to the eightfold path
described in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, which outlines a comprehensive framework for spiritual
development. This tradition integrates physical postures (asanas), breath control (pranayama), and
meditation, creating a holistic approach to yoga. The development of Ashtanga yoga as it is reflects a
blend of classical yoga philosophy and modern adaptations to meet the needs of contemporary

practitioners.

Core Principles of Ashtanga Yoga

The practice of Ashtanga yoga as it is built upon several core principles that guide its method and
objectives. These principles ensure that practitioners engage with the discipline authentically and
effectively. Key elements include the synchronization of breath with movement, a fixed sequence of
postures, and the cultivation of internal focus and discipline. The eight limbs of yoga, as outlined by
Patanjali, form the philosophical foundation, encompassing ethical guidelines, physical practice, breath
control, sensory withdrawal, concentration, meditation, and ultimately, self-realization. Emphasizing
consistency and dedication, these principles make Ashtanga yoga as it is a transformative practice for

body and mind.

The Eight Limbs of Yoga

The eight limbs are integral to understanding Ashtanga yoga as it is. They include:

¢ Yama: Ethical restraints and moral disciplines.

¢ Niyama: Personal observances and self-discipline.



Asana: Physical postures.

¢ Pranayama: Breath control techniques.

Pratyahara: Withdrawal of the senses.

Dharana: Concentration.

Dhyana: Meditation.

Samadhi: State of blissful absorption.

The Six Series of Ashtanga Yoga

One of the defining characteristics of Ashtanga yoga as it is involves the practice of six progressively
challenging series of postures. Each series is designed to build strength, flexibility, and endurance
while deepening concentration and breath control. The sequences are fixed, meaning practitioners
perform the same postures in a specific order, which promotes mastery and internalization of the

practice.

Primary Series (Yoga Chikitsa)

The Primary Series focuses on detoxification and alignment, providing a foundation for the subsequent

series. It includes forward bends, twists, and standing postures that improve flexibility and strength.

Intermediate Series (Nadi Shodhana)

This series emphasizes the purification of the nervous system, incorporating backbends and deeper



stretches to enhance energy flow and stamina.

Advanced Series A and B (Sthira Bhaga)

The Advanced Series demand significant strength, balance, and flexibility. These sequences involve

complex postures and advanced arm balances that challenge even experienced practitioners.

Breath and Movement Synchronization

A hallmark of Ashtanga yoga as it is the seamless coordination of breath (ujjayi pranayama) with
movement through the sequences. This synchronization creates a flowing, meditative practice that
cultivates internal heat and focus. Breath control helps regulate energy and maintain steadiness during
challenging postures. The breathing technique involves a slow, deep inhalation and exhalation through

the nose, producing a soft oceanic sound that aids concentration and endurance.

Vinyasa Flow

The term "vinyasa" describes the linking of breath and movement, where each movement corresponds
with either an inhalation or exhalation. This flow maintains the rhythm and intensity of the practice,
promoting cardiovascular fitness and mental clarity. Vinyasa also serves as a moving meditation,

allowing practitioners to remain present and engaged.

Benefits of Practicing Ashtanga Yoga

Engaging regularly in Ashtanga yoga as it is offers a wide range of physical, mental, and spiritual
benefits. The disciplined approach encourages improvements in strength, flexibility, and overall fithess.
Additionally, the breath-focused practice enhances respiratory efficiency and reduces stress. On a
mental level, Ashtanga yoga cultivates concentration, emotional balance, and mindfulness. Spiritually,

it serves as a path toward self-awareness and inner peace.



Physical Benefits

Increased muscle strength and tone

Enhanced flexibility and joint mobility

Improved cardiovascular health

Detoxification through increased circulation and sweat

Better posture and body awareness

Mental and Emotional Benefits

Reduced anxiety and stress levels

Improved focus and mental clarity

Greater emotional resilience

Heightened sense of calm and well-being

Common Challenges and Considerations

While Ashtanga yoga as it is offers significant benefits, the practice also presents challenges that

practitioners should be aware of. The physical intensity requires commitment and proper guidance to



avoid injury. Beginners may find the fixed sequences demanding, necessitating modifications and
gradual progression. Consistency and patience are essential to reap the full benefits without
overexertion. Additionally, attention to breath and alignment is critical to maintain safety and

effectiveness.

Injury Prevention and Modifications

Practicing Ashtanga yoga safely involves recognizing personal limits and adapting postures when
necessary. Using props, taking rest when needed, and seeking instruction from qualified teachers help
mitigate risks. Awareness of common injury areas, such as wrists, shoulders, and lower back, can

guide modifications and prevent strain.

Maintaining Motivation and Progress

Given its demanding nature, maintaining motivation in Ashtanga yoga as it is can be challenging.
Setting realistic goals, celebrating small achievements, and understanding the long-term benefits
support sustained practice. Embracing the meditative aspects of the discipline also fosters a deeper

connection to the practice beyond physical exercise.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is'?

'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is' refers to the authentic practice and teachings of Ashtanga Yoga as originally
taught by Sri K. Pattabhi Jois, focusing on the traditional sequences, philosophy, and discipline without

modern modifications.



Who was Sri K. Pattabhi Jois?

Sri K. Pattabhi Jois was a renowned Indian yoga teacher who popularized Ashtanga Yoga globally. He

developed the Ashtanga Vinyasa system based on the teachings of his guru, T. Krishnamacharya.

What are the primary components of Ashtanga Yoga?

Ashtanga Yoga consists of eight limbs (Ashta = eight, Anga = limbs) as described in the Yoga Sutras

by Patanjali: Yama, Niyama, Asana, Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana, and Samadhi.

How does 'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is' differ from other yoga styles?

'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is' emphasizes a fixed sequence of postures linked by breath and movement
(vinyasa), strict adherence to traditional practice, and the incorporation of philosophical principles,

unlike more flexible or modern yoga styles.

What are the six series in Ashtanga Yoga?

Ashtanga Yoga has six series: Primary (Yoga Chikitsa), Intermediate (Nadi Shodhana), and four
Advanced series (Sthira Bhaga I-1V). Practitioners progress through these as their strength and

flexibility improve.

Why is breath control important in Ashtanga Yoga?

Breath control (Ujjayi pranayama) is essential in Ashtanga Yoga as it synchronizes breath with
movement, generates internal heat, improves concentration, and supports the flow and intensity of the

practice.

Can beginners practice 'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is'?

Beginners can start with the Primary Series under qualified guidance, but 'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is'
requires discipline and respect for its traditional methods, so gradual progression and proper

instruction are recommended.



What is the role of Drishti in Ashtanga Yoga?

Drishti is the specific gaze point used during Ashtanga practice to enhance focus, concentration, and

internal awareness, helping practitioners maintain mindfulness throughout the sequences.

How does 'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is' incorporate meditation?

Meditation in Ashtanga Yoga is integrated through Dharana (concentration) and Dhyana (meditation),
cultivated by focused breath, drishti, and the meditative flow of asana practice, aiming ultimately for

Samadhi (liberation).

Where can one learn authentic 'Ashtanga Yoga As It Is'?

Authentic Ashtanga Yoga can be learned at traditional Mysore-style classes, under certified teachers
trained in the lineage of Sri K. Pattabhi Jois, or at reputable Ashtanga Yoga schools and retreats

worldwide.

Additional Resources

1. Yoga Mala by Sri K. Pattabhi Jois

This foundational text by the founder of Ashtanga Yoga, Sri K. Pattabhi Jois, offers deep insights into
the philosophy and practice of Ashtanga Yoga. It outlines the eight limbs of yoga and provides detailed
explanations of the primary series of asanas. The book serves as both a practical guide and a spiritual

manual for dedicated practitioners.

2. Yoga Mala: The Original Teachings of Ashtanga Yoga Master Sri K. Pattabhi Jois by Sri K. Pattabhi
Jois and Kino MacGregor

This edition includes the original teachings of Pattabhi Jois with added commentary and annotations by
Kino MacGregor, a well-known Ashtanga teacher. It provides clarity on the traditional practices and
offers modern insights to deepen understanding. The book bridges the gap between classical

instruction and contemporary practice.



3. The Heart of Yoga: Developing a Personal Practice by T.K.V. Desikachar

Although not exclusively about Ashtanga, this book covers the broader philosophy of yoga that
underpins Ashtanga practice. Desikachar, son of the legendary yogi Krishnamacharya, emphasizes
adapting yoga to the individual, while explaining key concepts like breath control and meditation. It’s a

valuable resource for understanding the roots of Ashtanga.

4. Yoga Anatomy by Leslie Kaminoff and Amy Matthews
This book provides a detailed anatomical perspective on yoga postures, including those featured in the
Ashtanga series. Understanding the body’s mechanics helps practitioners perform asanas safely and

effectively. It’'s an excellent companion for Ashtanga yogis looking to deepen their physical awareness.

5. Ashtanga Yoga: An In-Depth Guide to the Fundamentals of Ashtanga Yoga by Adam Keen

Adam Keen’s guide breaks down the technical aspects of Ashtanga Yoga for beginners and
intermediate practitioners. It covers the sequences, breathing techniques, and the philosophy behind
the practice in an accessible way. The book is well-suited for those wanting a structured introduction to

Ashtanga.

6. Yoga Mala Practice Journal by Kino MacGregor
This interactive journal is designed to help Ashtanga practitioners track their daily practice, set goals,
and reflect on their progress. Alongside inspirational quotes and guidance, it supports commitment and

mindfulness in practice. It’s a practical tool for maintaining consistency in Ashtanga Yoga.

7. Ashtanga Yoga: Practice and Philosophy by Gregor Maehle

Gregor Maehle’s book offers a comprehensive look at both the physical sequences and philosophical
teachings of Ashtanga Yoga. It includes detailed instructions, modifications, and insights into the eight
limbs of yoga. The text is ideal for serious students wanting to deepen both practice and

understanding.

8. The Power of Ashtanga Yoga by Kino MacGregor
In this book, Kino MacGregor shares her personal journey with Ashtanga Yoga alongside practical

advice and step-by-step instructions. It covers the primary series and offers tips on alignment,



breathing, and overcoming challenges. The book is motivating and accessible for practitioners at

various levels.

9. Ashtanga Yoga: The Practice Manual by David Garrigues and Kino MacGregor

This manual provides a thorough breakdown of the Ashtanga primary series with clear photographs
and instructions. It also discusses the philosophy, breathing, and bandhas integral to the method. Co-
authored by two experienced teachers, it’s an authoritative resource for practitioners seeking precision

and depth.
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